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feel no discomfort if an interval of two days or more elapses
between movements. The majority of healthy persons have an
evacuation daily, usually in the morning after breakfast. ^ Ow-
ing to this variability, it is difficult to give a precise definition of
constipation. However, when the interval between bowel
movements is greater than twenty-four hours and the subject,
as a result, suffers distress or discomfort, e.g., headaches, diges-
tive disturbances, etc., or if the feces are abnormally dry and
hard, and the evacuation of the bowels difficult, constipation
certainly exists.
Constipation is caused most commonly by bad habits. As
mentioned on p. 374, the desire to empty the bowel is aroused
by the passage of feces into the rectum, and the stimulation of
afferent nerve endings in the intestinal wall. The act can, how-
ever, be voluntarily restrained and, when this is practiced, the
tone of the rectal wall is reduced, and the rectum thus accom-
modates its capacity to the bulk of the feces (postural tone,
p. 322); the afferent nerve endings are no longer adequately
stimulated, or, at any rate, are unresponsive, and the desire
to defecate passes. As a result of the absorption of water the
retained feces become dry and hard. When the habit of post-
poning defecation in this way is persisted in, the rectum, which
normally, except just before evacuation, is empty, contains
feces most of the time; it becomes permanently less sensi-
tive to distention, and its muscle, as well as that of the pelvic
colon, loses its tone. It is well known that the reflex mecha-
nisms governing the emptying of the bowel are amenable to
" training." A type of conditioned reflex becomes established.
When the habit of emptying the bowels at a certain hour each
day is practiced for a while, the desire to do so tends to recur
regularly at this time.
Other causes of constipation are: (a) A diet which leaves too
little unabsorbed residue or one which contains too little fluid.
The contents of the large intestine are, therefore, of small bulk
and fail to furnish a sufficiently strong stimulus (stretching of
the intestinal wall) to set up vigorous peristaltic contractions.
(b) A colon which absorbs too readily and thus causes undue